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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Context of the Project
I am someone who grew up with lots of books all around me; reading was a big part of
my home life. It was part of our daily routine-reading books before bed, pretending to read books
when I would “play teacher”, reading the newspaper, listening to chapter books being read to me
and my brother, etc. Reading became an integral part of growing up and seeking to understand
the world around me, as well as worlds I hadn’t personally experienced.
I continue to use reading as a tool in my daily life. Reading has always been a powerful
way to better understand, express, and explain my feelings. When I connect to a character I am
able to feel connected to the rest of the world and not feel alone in my feelings (big or small).
Not only am I better able to understand myself and my own feelings, I am also able to seek
understanding of others and new perspectives. In my life, I have seen how books are great
conversation starters and can help bring people together in ways that otherwise might not
happen.
In our current society, elementary school students are and will be navigating the effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic for many years to come. The Oregon Department of Education
addresses these effects not as “learning loss” but as “unfinished learning” (Oregon Department of
Education, 2021). As educators it is our job to respond and move forward carrying the
background of this unfinished learning that students are navigating. We need to take this
opportunity to learn more about our students’ strengths and needs. As we move forward, our
education system needs to ensure that there are supports for social and emotional learning,
redesigning schools for stronger relationships (through family engagement), emphasizing
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culturally-responsive learning, and develop supports that wrap around the whole community
(Oregon Department of Education, 2021).
This project is all about helping my young students develop tools and use resources to
learn more about their own feelings and acknowledge the feelings of others. The intent of this
project is also to help family members of students be able to have conversations surrounding the
social and emotional wellbeing of their child. This is something that many parents and family
members are well equipped to do because they know their child best, but this project can serve as
a tool for having deeper conversations with their child. The goal of this project is to provide
opportunities for families to connect with their children on books with a social and emotional
lens. I am a book lover and I make it a priority to fill my home and classroom with quality books
that are inclusive of a variety of backgrounds, feelings, interests, etc. According to the
Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL) is known as, “the process through which all young people and adults acquire and
apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and
achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain
supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions” (Adams, 2021, p.1). SEL
books are books that focus on these key components of SEL; the key components are
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision
making (Adams, 2021). While I fill my classroom with these special books, I am aware that not
every family has the resources to have a book collection that young children can connect to and
find deeper meaning in. I want to come up with a way to bring these books into the homes of my
students, encouraging the books to become a central part of conversations between grown ups
and children. I envisioned having a book bag for each book (about 20-25 books total) that goes
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home with a student for a week. Families and students can read the books together and talk about
the messages and connections that come up while reading. Having a journal writing component
included in the book bag (for both the student and family member) is a way to help in reflecting
on the feelings, thoughts, and conversations that they have together. Not only does this project
help students reflect on their feelings, but studies show that emotion regulation is positively
connected to teacher reports of children's academic success and productivity in the classroom
and standardized early literacy and math achievement scores (Graziano et al., 2007).
My role in this project is collecting books within a social/emotional context that will
support conversations between students and families. I also wrote journal prompts as options for
adults and children to reflect and dig deeper in connection and communication with one another.
This project will be directed towards supporting early elementary teachers in ways to include
families in the social/emotional development that happens within the classroom.
What Is The “Why” Behind This Project?
This project is important because not all families have the resources to use books as a tool
to engage in deeper and more meaningful conversations with their children. I have experienced
the powerful impact of reading with my own parents when I was a child. I have also had many
social/emotional conversations with the second graders in my classes and used books as a base
for many conversations. I see the insights, connections, and wonderings that they share in a
group setting; however, I think that being able to talk through meaningful books is most helpful
when children are able to think and express themselves in a one-on-one setting. This might give
parents more ideas of how they can support their children, can inspire new ideas, and give
parents the language or examples to address feelings that children may have in the future. The
books can give families common knowledge between parents and children because the parent
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can go back and reference the book when talking about things at home: “Remember when we
read the book ___ and it talked about ____? How did that problem get solved? Would any of
those ideas help you solve the problem you are facing?”
This project is filling the gap of resources available for families to better understand the
feelings that their kids may have. This project gives families the chance to connect, express how
they feel and better understand their feelings with the people that know them the best– their
family. Hopefully this project can be the starting point for many healthy, child centered
conversations about feelings and connections moving forward in the family’s experiences
together.
Life is busy, being a parent or caretaker is busy. It takes time and energy to read with
kids, to find books that are both fun and meaningful. This project can help fill the gap for
families that want to connect with their children in a more meaningful way but: 1) they don’t
know how 2) they may struggle to make it a time priority 3) they don’t have the resources
(books) to engage in this kind of learning moment. As a teacher, as a lover of books and
reading… a passion of mine is finding new and engaging books (typically books with deeper
meaning and books that connect others or help to understand feelings) with a variety of different
perspectives. These books have a spot in the classroom and library, but it is just as important (if
not more important) to bridge the collection of great books with the home life of many students.
Connection to Bigger Ideas:
This project connects to bigger ideas in education about how to encourage family
involvement in education, making sure learning opportunities are equitable and engaging with
multiple perspectives, social and emotional learning strategies, and culturally responsive literacy
instruction.
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One of the most powerful, yet often neglected, supports for children’s learning and
development is family involvement in and out of school (Weiss et al, 2009). Being able to
engage families in the social and emotional goals and learning that we do during the school day
would be a very powerful way to continue and deepen conversations at home. Evidence shows
that, “family involvement is one of the strongest predictors of children's school success, and that
families play pivotal roles in their children's cognitive, social, and emotional development from
birth through adolescence. However, resources for and commitments to promoting meaningful
family involvement have been few, weak, and inconsistent” (Weiss et al, 2009). Conversations
centered around social and emotional development are not always prioritized at home (for many
reasons, some including lack of resources/time, not knowing how to start an important
conversation, etc.). To make social and emotional development and learning equitable for all of
my students, I believe there is a lot of power in encouraging the conversations to continue at
home. By providing books and journal prompts with a focus on specific topics, students can have
the opportunity to continue their development at home and better apply it to their lives at home
and at school.
Prioritizing social and emotional learning is very important because it affects how
students move forward in the school experience and eventually their adult life. Studies found
that, “SEL programs improved students' social-emotional skills, attitudes about self and others,
connection to school, positive social behavior, and academic performance; they also reduced
students' conduct problems and emotional distress” (Payton et al, 2008). Books with a social and
emotional development focus can help students connect to characters, see themselves or others in
the characters, and think about how they can apply the messages of the story to their lives in the
context of their own connections with the character or overall story. Reading books with a social
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and emotional focus will help students take on the perspective of others and think beyond their
own experiences, which is an essential skill for moving forward in education and future life
experiences. Students can use books as a tool to escape to another world and see what other
experiences or perspectives are like; they can make connections to their own life or learn more
about others experiences but the picture book serves as the primary resource for starting a
conversation. There is a need for a focus on social and emotional development, which is why I
wanted to focus on what I can do to connect literacy and social and emotional development to
best help my students to find success.
Culturally Responsive Teaching
Culturally responsive teaching is instruction that “affirms students as members of their
own cultural communities while helping them achieve high academic standards and develop
critical consciousness toward social issues” (Kelly and Djonko-Moore, 2021). When students are
able to express their identity, they are able to feel more comfortable and capable in the school
setting, which will help them find academic success. It is equally as important for students to
learn about other people’s identities and cultural communities so that they can develop an
understanding and empathy for people that are different from them. This is what inspires students
to stand up for what is right and be critical of the world around them so that they can make
informed decisions about how to make the world a better place and address the social issues and
challenges that our world currently has. The picture books that will be involved in this project
are all books that show multiple perspectives and characters from many different cultural
communities and backgrounds.
Professional Standards in Education
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As a classroom teacher with a future in educational leadership, these are the standards
that this project helps to achieve:
● Leaders in education promote academic success and well-being for each student
● Recognize, respect, and encourage each students’ strengths, diversity, and culture
as an asset for teaching and learning
● Equitable access to learning opportunities
● Promote instructional practice that is consistent with knowledge of child learning
and development and needs of each student
● Promote adult-student, student-peer, and school-community relationships that
value and support academic learning and positive social/emotional development
● Effective educational leaders engage families and the community in meaningful
reciprocal, and beneficial ways to promote each students’ academic success and
wellbeing.
Time Frame/Implementation:
Usually I would like this to be a year-long project, where families are able to receive a
book bag with a different book every other week for the entire school year. Each student could
bring a book bag with one specific book to their home. When they bring it back, they would
switch it out with another classmate and get to take home a new book bag. For the context of
trying this project this school year, I did the book bag project in April and May of the 2022
school year. To assess the effectiveness and enjoyment of this project, I had students and families
fill out a separate form giving feedback.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Research suggests that there are many positive impacts to integrating social and
emotional learning goals within an elementary school classroom. “Broadly defined, SEL is the
process through which people acquire and apply skills to understand and manage emotions, set
and achieve positive goals, cultivate empathy for others, develop and sustain positive
relationships, and make responsible decisions'' (Forman et al. 2021, p. 3). However, there are
many questions about how social-emotional learning (SEL) is effectively used within the
classroom to support all students and also how to include families in the learning process, so that
there is a stronger connection between school and home. According to CASEL there are five
core competencies for SEL in a variety of settings: Self-awareness (ability to understand your
own emotions, self-management (ability to manage your own emotions), social-awareness
(ability to understand and empathize with someone else’s feelings), relationship skills (ability to
establish and maintain healthy relationships), and responsible decision-making (ability to make
caring choices in a variety of contexts) (Adams, 2021). It is important to understand how
teachers are currently using SEL practices in their classrooms at the school level and also the
impact of inviting families into the learning experiences their students are having during their
school day. It is imperative that educators think through the SEL curriculum or resources they are
using to support their teaching, to ensure that there are multiple perspectives being shared and
students can connect in various ways.
In order to gain a deeper understanding on the characteristics of effective SEL teaching
and how to bring families into the classroom, a search was conducted on the EBSCO and Google
Scholar databases. After using the terms “social and emotional learning”, “school and home
connections”, “class meetings in elementary school” there were thousands of search results.
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After reading the abstract of over 30 articles, the search was narrowed down to 11 articles that
focused on the impact of class meetings or discussions about feelings within the classroom
setting, culturally relevant literature that encourages social justice, the importance of
implementing effective SEL programs at the elementary level, and the importance of school to
home connections. These articles use a variety of qualitative research methods including
interviewing principals, teachers, and students; focus groups; student responses through writing;
and observations. All of these studies were conducted within the United States.
After a close reading of all of these articles, themes emerged that help to address the gap
between SEL resources and literature used in the classroom and the conversations or resources
that families have in the home learning environment. The following themes stood out in reading
the various articles and hold great significance in helping develop SEL practices that bring in
home connections: creating a foundation for social and emotional learning in the classroom,
disrupting injustice and encouraging social justice, the importance and impact of the
implementation of SEL programs within the elementary school setting, and the importance of
school to home connections and relationships with families in the school context.
Theme 1: Creating a foundation for social and emotional learning in the classroom
There is so much power in literacy as a tool to understand our own feelings as well as
bringing people closer together so that we can understand more about each other. Before
addressing how we can use literacy as a tool to understand feelings, we must first look at the
impact of building a class community with respect, rapport, and connection as the priority. When
we shift our mindset from further developing classroom management skills to further developing
classroom relationship skills, students and teachers can be set up for success for the entire
duration of the school year (Homrich-Knieling, 2019). When teachers make class community
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and connection a priority, they help students dive into more complex and sensitive conversations
in the continuation of the school year (Homrich-Knieling, 2019). This is the basis for everything
we do in the classroom. Students must know and feel that they are in a safe, welcoming, and
warm environment before they can move forward in sharing and reflecting about their feelings.
Community circles and class meetings help create this important foundation.
When planning to create a safe and welcoming classroom community, educators must
start with their own staff community building to effectively help students become part of the
community of the classroom and the school. After taking a course called, “creating a healthy,
safe, and supportive learning environment”, three focus groups of teachers reflected on the
benefits of classroom community building by using class circles; they found that they too
benefitted from having a space to hear reflections from their students and with other educators
(Bouchard et al., 2016). When establishing this important classroom community, teachers need to
be able to see and experience the positive impact themselves so that they can create their
classroom environment in the best way possible. In a diverse elementary school in the
northeastern United States, students and staff highlighted challenges in class circle participation,
equitable circle and accessibility for all students depending on the topics being discussed
(Garnett et al., (n.d.). This is something to be aware of when moving forward with implementing
classroom community routines. Students and staff also expressed how SEL curriculum may be
most effective if designed to be something embraced school-wide for both students and adults
that are involved (Garnett et al., (n.d.). Amongst all the findings from this mixed-methods case
study, the connection between community building circles and social–emotional learning (SEL)
was evident (Garnett et al., (n.d.). These findings help contribute to the overall idea that, to create
a positive classroom community using SEL practices, educators must first start by creating a
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foundation for how students and teachers interact with each other showing mutual respect and
rapport. Class community circles would be a great way to begin developing this foundation for
learning.
As students and teachers take part in community building and social-emotional learning,
literature is an important tool for giving students the language and understanding that they need
to move forward in having productive conversations. In teacher observations of an
upper-elementary classroom, using literature in class community circles helped students feel
more connected to their classmates and their overall reading community (Baugh, 2016).
Literature helps students see new perspectives and make connections with the characters in the
book. Reading a story with a class is a way to build community because it is something that
everyone is experiencing together, everyone can share in the learning experience even though the
story might connect in different ways to different students. It is a way for people to find a mutual
connection and eventually a mutual understanding of the world around us. In this study, the
teacher expresses how using reflection journals also helps the students feel more prepared for
community circles and make the community circles more meaningful and engaging (Baugh,
2016).
Using journal responses and reflection time is an important part in helping students and
adults be more engaged in the social-emotional learning process. In Teaching About Racial
Conflict Story Circles, students wrote and reflected on what it was it was like to have
face-to-face conversations about race; they pointed out racial diversity in literature and the
ability to have conversations about specific dynamics related to race helped them have a better
overall learning experience (Behrman et al., 2016). These findings highlight the importance of
developing a classroom community using resources with the consideration of all different
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cultural backgrounds and races. It also highlights the power of literature and being able to
discuss the messages and stories that literature brings to us with peers and teachers.
Theme 2: Disrupting injustice and encouraging social justice
Culturally responsive teaching is instruction that “affirms students as members of their
own cultural communities while helping them achieve high academic standards and develop
critical consciousness toward social issues” (Kelly and Djonko-Moore, 2021, p. 568). When
students are able to express their identity, they are able to feel more comfortable and capable in
the school setting, which will help them also find academic success. Literature in the current
curriculums that educators use is, “a long overdue and positive change”, that needs to offer,
“teachers and students a more realistic reflection of society, history, education, and schools in the
United States” (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015). It is equally as important for students to learn
about other people’s identities and cultural communities so that they can develop an
understanding and empathy for people that are different from them.
There is evidence of traditional SEL practices lacking the presence of culturally relevant
resources and topics; it is important to address these gaps and to move forward with an
understanding that, to make SEL experiences most effective and productive educators must
develop learning experiences that are culturally relevant and meaningful for all students (not just
a select group). This theme explores how to develop a culturally relevant literacy curriculum that
holds multiple perspectives, diverse experiences, and representation of various cultural
experiences. This article describes how principals came together to work on disrupting injustice
in school communities; two of the strategies that they used to disrupt injustice was reaching out
to families of marginalized communities and “designing a school mission and lessons that really
connect with the community, to see how what they’ve learned in the classroom can impact the
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community” (Theoharis, 2010, p. 361). This shows that to design a curriculum that is going to be
most meaningful for students and families, it is important to reach out to the community
themselves and see what the needs are, especially reaching out to traditionally marginalized
groups whose stories are not always shared. The study, focusing on 6 different principals (2
elementary, 2 middle school, and 2 high school), found that one of the most important strategies
in disrupting injustice was to educate school staff with staff development focused on equity and
diversity (Theoharis, 2010, p. 361). This shows that it all starts with the community of adults that
work at the school and teachers must be on the same page and have a deeper understanding of
how to actually make the learning experiences more meaningful.
Social-emotional learning is most effective when it is actively working to be anti-racist
and offer perspectives from all different backgrounds. In this article, educators took on the role
of SEL learning and curriculum in the school community and transforming it to address “culture,
identity, agency, belonging, and engagement” (Forman et al. 2021, p. 5). This can help address
the race-conscious emotional supports that need to be developed to help reduce the gaps within
the SEL curriculum that is currently being used in school communities (Forman et al. 2021, p. 5).
By helping students understand and embrace their own identity, they can feel more connected to
the class conversations and students can develop a more in depth understanding of their
classmates. These current gaps in SEL curriculum exclude certain students from feeling seen and
being able to fully embrace and participate in the SEL practices that take place in the classroom.
This happens because teachers are often approaching the profession with their own perspective
of whiteness and unawareness of how to support their community of BIPOC students (Forman et
al. 2021, p. 5). With the acknowledgement of this current gap and professional development to
help support the learning of new perspectives and how to directly support students of all different
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backgrounds, teachers can implement a social-emotional learning curriculum that is meaningful
for all students.
There are politics that interfere with teacher’s abilities to embrace and fully implement
anti-racist curriculum and use certain books in their classrooms. Public education is facing a
crisis all over the country, as educators and librarians are facing activists that are working to
remove books that feature discussions about race, gender, LGBTQ identities (Natanson, 2022).
With the removal of books from classrooms and libraries, students are losing their freedom to
read and ultimately relate, learn, empathize, understand, and feel included. Librarians and
educators describe how, “literature provides a natural, safe space in which to discuss the
uncomfortable aspects of being alive” (Natanson, 2022, p.2). There are endless complexities and
dynamics that humans face as they grow up in the world we live in. All of this is exaggerated by
the extreme political climate and current/post COVID-19 pandemic world we are living in.
Humans are constantly trying to find their place in the world, navigate their own personal
challenges, while maintaining important and healthy relationships with both friends and family;
we do this as adults but children are also living in the same space trying to figure out all the same
things.
Literature is a tool that can be used to help adults and children safely reflect and discuss
their own identity and understand the identity of other people. Literature does not need to be seen
as something that changes someone and manipulates people into thinking a certain way, it may
turn into that if you are only reading and listening to one kind of thing. When you have access to
a variety of literature that you can embrace and reflect on, literature has the power to validate
your true identity, open up new perspectives to learn about other people and their identities,
challenge what you have previously thought, respectfully disagree/move forward, and ultimately
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live a more authentic life closer to your own values while respecting the values of others. It is
important to consider students and their communities; instead of avoiding differences in opinion
or experience, we need to include these differences in our classroom discussions and the
literature we read and reflect on (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015). In order to instill justice in our
educational system, we need to provide opportunities for students to explore all kinds of
literature so that they too can hold the power of being able to live an authentic life and feel
connected.
In this project, I have selected books that have a variety of themes related to race, gender,
identity, and cultural communities. All of these books are categorized as age-appropriate and
engaging books to an elementary school audience; I am acknowledging that it is indeed
important to introduce books that are age-appropriate and safe for students to read and that was a
key factor in my selection. The current politics in our country related to books that
should/shouldn’t have a place in our schools show me that it is possible that parents will
challenge some books that are on the selection list. If and when parents challenge these
selections, I will first listen to the parents, acknowledging that I am grateful for their care and
attention to their student’s education (Natanson, 2022). I will then use the core values of our
school district and school community to address their concerns, showing how the themes of the
book align with the policies at our school. Some of these core values include being committed to
“building relationships of trust and respect, providing inclusive learning environments that are
culturally relevant, and igniting student engagement through real-world, experiential learning”
(Corvallis School District, 2022). All of these books have themes that relate to building trust and
inclusivity in a way that is culturally relevant where students can explore their identities. Another
important thing to mention to parents when there might be some challenge to the book selections

18

is that this project is optional/supplemental and not required. Students are also not required to
read every single selection from the project; the student will have a choice in which books they
get to take home and read with their family.
Theme 3: The importance of implementing effective SEL programs with literature at the
elementary level
After considering the gaps that have traditionally been present in SEL curriculums, there
are also many positive impacts of implementing SEL programs at the elementary level. Research
reviews of 317 studies and over 324,000 children show that SEL programs yielded benefits in
both school and after school contexts and that, “SEL programs improved students'
social-emotional skills, attitudes about self and others, connection to school, positive social
behavior, and academic performance; they also reduced students' conduct problems and
emotional distress” (Payton et al., 2008, p.1). Giving students the power to learn more about
themselves and their classmates is one of the most important things educators can do because
being able to express your feelings and know that you’re not alone in your feelings goes far
beyond what is happening just in the classroom. Students can carry these skills that they build
into the rest of their lives and relationships. This is why providing a literature curriculum that
focuses on this and including families in this conversation is so important.
Using literature as a tool to kick start conversations surrounding social-emotional
learning is a way for students to see themselves in characters and learn about new perspectives
through characters as well. Literature serves as a way for students to make connections
(text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world) in a way to gain a deeper understanding of the world
around them. Being able to talk through problems, big feelings, identity, different family
dynamics, friendships, how to help the world, gratitude, etc. empowers young people to

19

persevere when faced with challenges or confusing situations. Making language and stories
accessible helps kids process their emotions; being able to name an emotion or explain how they
feel is essential in healing and understanding (Brown, 2022). Through a SEL curriculum that
uses literature as a way to make the learning process more inclusive, it can reach more students
and help them process their emotions. Through the characters or messages in stories, kids will be
able to explore different emotions and how to go about processing them. This opens the door for
them to reflect, talk, or write about their experiences in a safe place. This is also known as
bibliotherapy. “From the mental health perspective of both prevention and intervention,
bibliotherapy is proposed not just as a professional’s therapeutic tool, but also as a layman’s
resource to address students’ basic social emotional needs” (Heath, M. A., Smith, K., & Young,
E. L., 2017). Literature opens up many opportunities for young children to think through their
own experiences, reflect and then also learn about the experiences of others as well. Many kids
don’t receive this emotional support at home, so being able to embrace this kind of storytime
focus while in a safe place at school carries a lot of positive impact.
Early elementary school students are just beginning to learn about and practice their
social and emotional skills. This is a time in their life where they are constantly presented with
learning opportunities. Teachers can reinforce the SEL skills that they are practicing through fun
and interactive tools, such as children’s literature since their literacy is also rapidly developing at
this stage in life. Quality children’s books can be a great way to reinforce SEL and the
effectiveness of using picture books to teach SEL skills to younger students has been well
documented (Hildenbrand, 2020).
Being able to connect to a character can help young learners learn more about themselves
and understand others better. When taking a closer look at children’s literature, “most picture

20

books feature as main characters either children, to whom young readers can relate, or animals,
which many children find appealing due to their childlike qualities and personalities—all facing
the sorts of challenges that children are learning to work through in their daily lives”
(Hildenbrand, 2020, p.3). Reading stories with characters that children relate to shows them that
they are not alone in the world and that there are examples of how to sort through challenges or
feelings that people face. They can use the messages that they learn about in books and apply it
to their own life as they learn to develop their SEL skills through examples and practice.
Literacy is a core component in all students’ development at this stage in their education and
students are learning to express themselves more through language (written and verbal), so it is
important to choose books in the classroom that can help students further develop their reading
and SEL skills. It can also help students with their ability to engage in class conversations about
these topics.
Theme 4: The importance of school to home connections with families
How can we bridge the community building and identity work that happens in the
classroom with the conversations that happen at home? Encouraging the opportunity to continue
these conversations with the most important and influential people that surround the child is
imperative for the positive effects to continue and develop in all contexts. The connection of
using journal prompts to help foster these conversations will help as well. One of the strategies
for helping bring justice to the classroom from the perspectives of the principals in the study is
“developing school climates to be more welcoming to families” (Theoharis, 2010, p. 361).
Welcoming families into the classroom learning experiences help children see the connection
between school and home and also let families know that the teachers and parents can work as a
team to support their child. Many families feel a disconnect in their relationships with the
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schools that their children attend, so creating a curriculum that brings families in and invites
them to take part in their child’s learning experience could really help with opening those
opportunities for communication and support. Families know their children best, so giving them
the opportunity to share in reading lessons that help express emotions could really help bring
families closer together and support their communication around how they feel.
The SEL curriculum that families and schools take part in has to be created in a way that
is meaningful for students, families, and teachers- it has to be a collective effort. “To
operationalize this shared responsibility for children’s learning and school success, families,
schools, and communities must construct family involvement together, actively taking part in
and sharing responsibility for building mutually respectful relationships and partnerships” (Weiss
et al., 2009, p.14). Taking part in a SEL curriculum that has literature at the basis would be a
great way to have families take part in a shared responsibility for the positive relationships
because reading a book together in class and at home will each hold a different experience for the
child (both of which are very important). Families could also take part in selecting the texts that
students read in class and together at home, with this approach families multiple perspectives are
shared and respected. “While the research on ways in which family involvement in school
governance and decision making is limited, it does suggest that this type of involvement
leverages greater family and community involvement in ways known to affect children’s
academic achievement.” (Weiss et al., 2009, p. 18). Children (and people in general) cannot
successfully function in other contexts if their emotional health is not prioritized. When students
feel better in their social and emotional wellbeing and can respect and recognize other people’s
social and emotional health, they are better able to find academic achievement. This is why SEL
curriculum should be a priority and why it’s so important that families are involved in this
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development as well. The goal of bringing families into the school conversations and building
connections to make them more comfortable in the school setting is at the basis of why this
curriculum is important. The hope is that by giving students the power and opportunity to
explore their social and emotional side in multiple contexts, they are better able to connect and
feel comfortable in their school and home setting.

23

CHAPTER 3: METHODS
Demographics and Context:
I work in the Corvallis School District in Corvallis, Oregon. The school district currently
serves 6,221 students in 13 schools (Corvallis School District, 2022). I teach at Kathryn Jones
Harrison Elementary School, which serves about 270 students. Most students attending this
school identify as White with some students identifying as Asian, Black/African American,
Multi-Racial, and Latino. Our school is home to the district’s Elementary Life Skills program,
which is a specialty program serving students with special needs. I am a second grade teacher
with my ESOL certification, teaching 24 students. Out of my 24 students, five students are on an
individualized education plan (IEP), three are emergent bilingual students, and three students
utilize a behavior plan supported by our counseling services.
The SEL Book Bag project was inspired by our community circles that we have every
morning in our second grade classroom. This time of the day is usually dedicated to coming
together as a class with the intention of giving students authentic time to connect, learn more
about each other, share feelings, share perspectives, ask questions, and listen to each other. This
time of the day is when our school district has dedicated time to participating in equity lessons
with themes of identity, race, gender, justice, and action. This is also time that I dedicate to
sharing children’s literature that focuses on the themes of identity, friendship, bravery, being
proud of who you are, etc. This time of the day is the inspiration for this SEL Book Bag project
because I see how connected and engaged my students are with the books we get to read together
in our classroom. I think that it is important for these SEL focused conversations to connect to
the student’s home life as well. Using literature can serve as a natural and safe tool for bringing
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these themes into conversations at home in a way that students understand, can relate to, and
enjoy.
The materials that I selected are made up of some books that we have read together in
class and some books that are possibly new to students and haven’t been read as a whole class.
All of these books are picture books that can help students use context clues to better understand
and comprehend the texts available. To ensure that all students (including students who are
emergent bilinguals and who participate in special education services) can successfully
participate in this project, I have made this project a project that students do with an adult that
can help guide them in the reading. For families of emergent bilingual students, I can help in
selecting stories and do a pre-reading of the story with the student before they take the book
home, so that students can access the information and still be able to reflect and share in the
reading experience with an adult in their home context. Written journal prompts do not need to
be written down on paper and turned in, they can lead verbal conversations or inspire drawings
instead if that is a more accurate access point for that student. I can also provide language
translations for the questions, if needed.
Steps for the Project:
1. What is a SEL book?
In reference to Chapters 1 and 2 of the project, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is
known as, “the process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve
personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain
supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions'' (Adams, 2021, p. 2). A
SEL book is a book that captures these themes or helps to build these SEL skills. There is also
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the idea that using literature in class community circles helps students feel more connected to
their classmates (Baugh, 2016). For this project a SEL book is one that can prompt conversations
and bring people closer together when discussing the themes in the story. In picture books, there
is often a main character that young readers can relate to in regard to identity as well as the
challenges they may face in their daily lives (Hildenbrand, 2020). A SEL book is a book that
helps students make connections and relate to a character and the challenges they face. Using all
of these components, I defined SEL books:
Image 1: SEL Book Definition

2. Selecting the books for the project (2 months)
When selecting books, I was looking for books that I felt fit the criteria of an SEL book
(definition). These books also had to have themes that could initiate deeper conversations or
themes through questions or reflection. I looked for books that had visually appealing
illustrations and would draw in students and help them connect to the characters and overall
story. I also looked for books that were age appropriate for second graders with relatable
characters who were facing some kind of challenge.
I first started by going through my own classroom library that I have developed over the
course of my teaching career and picking out books that fit with my project description. I also
looked through book lists I had made from all of my children’s literacy, foundations of literacy
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and reading, culturally relevant literacy, and leadership in education courses through Western
Oregon University. I then reached out to my colleagues who teach in grades K-2 at my school,
and 2 other schools within the district; there were a total of 15 colleagues that I reached out to
with a variety of teaching experience. I described the goal of the project and shared my definition
of what an SEL book is, as well as the other criteria I had for the books in this specific project
(the book being able to prompt deeper discussions and age-appropriate with relatable characters).
I then asked them to share titles of SEL books they enjoy reading to their students. I also
ventured to the greater teaching community by looking through teaching journals, educational
program websites, and blogs for ideas of books that other teachers across the country use in their
classrooms. Between my own book selection, book recommendations from colleagues, and
teaching community resources, there was a lot of overlap in books that people thought would fit
the definition of a SEL book that would go well with this project.
a. Teaching Community Resources:
Resource with Link

Books found:

Center for Responsive Schools

The Invisible Boy

The Colorful Apple

Clark the Shark, The Invisible Boy,
Each Kindness, In My Heart

We Are Teachers

Jabari Jumps, The Girl Who Never
Made Mistakes, The Invisible Boy, My
Very Own Space, My Shadow is Pink,
Eyes That Kiss in the Corners,
Emmanuel’s Dream, We’re All
Wonders, Clark the Shark

After looking through all the books, checking them out at libraries, reading them, and
hearing authors talk about their books through online videos, I categorized the books by different
themes. I was then able to narrow down the list of books to 27 books that best fit the description
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of my SEL Book Bag project, making sure that there were a variety of themes, authors, and
characters represented in the list.
3. Finalized book list
The finalized book list has 27 book titles with a variety of themes connected to each
story. After reading each book several times, I categorized the theme or themes that best fit the
description of the book. This would help to make sure that there were a variety of books being
represented.
As I selected books, I also read the author notes or biographies at the back of the book to
learn more about the author and the perspectives that the author brings to the story. The reason
for this is that I wanted to make sure that multiple perspectives and cultural backgrounds are
being represented in this list of books. When reflecting on the diversity that I see in my students,
I am considering books that include voices of different, “ethnic, cultural, socioeconomic, and
linguistic groups as well as non mainstream groups” (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015, p.373).
Having a variety of authors that is representative of the different readers that will be using and
benefiting from this book list and project is vital to the success of this project. It is important to
push past the “single story” and the “all-white world of children’s books” to shape an extensive
collection of books that can reflect the many ways that readers experience the world to, “find
themselves, and others, in the books that they read” (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015, p. 378).
I thought directly about the students I teach and learn with everyday because all of the
excellent book choices will not matter if the readers are not considered by an “observant teacher
who links excellence and young readers” (Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 2015, p. 382). I asked myself:
Which books would they connect to? Which books have students previously enjoyed? Which
books can my students see themselves in? Which books can my students read to gain a new
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perspective? These are the questions that helped me to narrow down the list of books that I
wanted to include in this project, to best serve my students and their SEL needs at this time in
their development.
Other questions I asked myself as I selected these books include: Which books will start
or encourage conversations about their own feelings or experiences? Which books will help
students see a different point of view? In a study about literature discussions in a second grade
classroom, researchers found that dialogue connected to read-aloud stories is of high importance
and should be considered when selecting books included in curriculum and instruction (Worthy,
Chamberlain, Peterson, Sharp, & Shih, 2012). Literature should be selected in a way that inspires
readers to engage in the literature and develop or share their own ideas, opinions, and feelings;
through this experience, readers will also, “develop an appreciation for multiple perspectives”
(Worthy, Chamberlain, Peterson, Sharp, & Shih, 2012). This is a book list that will help start
discussions, encourage readers to reflect on their own ideas, as well as learn about the
experiences and perspectives of others.
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Image 2: SEL Book List

4. Creation of the journal prompts and folders (2 weeks)
Part of this project is not only providing the books for students and families to read and
enjoy together, but to also provide journal or discussion prompts that help the readers reflect on
the themes or messages in the books.
Each book has a unique set of journal questions that go with the book. I wrote all of these
questions after doing a focused reading of each story. The questions are not about recalling the
events in the story, the questions are meant to help readers make connections to their own life or
appreciate the life that others lead through dialogue with a trusted adult in their life.
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While I read each story, I was considering what kinds of themes or messages the author
was portraying in the story. Another consideration was about how I thought readers might
connect to the characters- how can they take what the character was doing in the story and relate
it to their own experiences? I was also thinking about what kind of challenges the character was
facing and tried to ask questions that would help readers critically think about what they would
do when faced with a similar challenge. This would help guide a conversation with a trusted
adult or family member who can also provide their own life experience and advice for specific
challenges.
While reading the stories and writing the questions, my intention was to use the perceived
messages, author notes, and actual questions from the story to create a focused space of
reflection for the readers. I wrote questions or prompts that would connect directly to the story,
the intentions of the story/author, and translate into connections in the real life experiences of the
reader.
I created a cover page with an image of the book, the author of the book, an APA
reference, and a quote directly from the cover page of the book or the dialogue in the book. The
quote is meant to give a small preview for the book and the themes it presents. The cover page is
placed on an orange folder and laminated for extra protection.
The Journal Question page has directions that state, “Please fill out a journal entry for
each person that engaged in the activity (adult and child). Share and discuss your responses
together after or while you write your own answers”. I asked that both the child and the adult fill
out a page, so that there is opportunity for not just the child to reflect but also the adult. This is
an opportunity for the child to learn more about an important adult in their life, while also being
able to have a safe space for them to share and express their own thoughts, ideas, or experiences.
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Image 3: Examples of Cover Page and Journal Questions

5. Book bags assembled
After I wrote the journal questions, they were placed inside the folder with about 30
copies inside so that the folder can be used with other families in the future. The folder and a
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copy of the book were placed in a clear, plastic book bag. All of the book bags were placed into a
bin, with the book at the front, so that my students can easily select which book they would like
to bring home each week.
6. Inviting families from my class to participate in the project
After I put together all of the book bags and was ready to start the project, I included a
message in my class newsletter about the opportunity to participate in the project that I have been
working on. Image 4 shows the description of the project that I included in my email newsletter
to the families in my class.

Image 4: Description of Project in Class Email/Newsletter
7. Passing out book bags
On Monday, April 4th I passed out the book bags to the families or students who have
signed up to participate in the project. The students will get a chance to look through the bin full
of book bags to select their first book bag they would like to take home. They can ask me
questions about the books to help them choose which one they would like to select. Once they
select a book, they will get to take that book home from Monday-Friday. Students will bring the
books back on Friday. They are welcome to bring back their journal responses if they want to
share their writing but that is not required. Students will get to select a different book on the next
Monday-Friday. They will get to do this 3 times to participate in the trial of the project.
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8. Sending out google form for reflection/recommendations from parents
After the three weeks of students bringing home the book bags, I will send out a google
form where adults can provide feedback for the project. I will also ask similar questions to the
students that participated in the project. I will meet with each student individually and conduct an
interview for their feedback. I will use the feedback to help me improve the project for future use
and development.

Image 5: Feedback Form
In Chapter 3, I explained the timeline for the project, as well as all the components that
are necessary to make the project engaging for students and families. The small pictures
throughout the chapter help provide visuals along with the explanation and description of each
step and larger images will be available in the appendix. In Chapter 4, I will dig deeper into the
complete project and provide visuals from the whole process.
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CHAPTER 4: FINAL PRODUCT
Visuals of the completed book bags:

Image 6: Example of completed book bag
Each book bag is complete with a sturdy, clear plastic bag, a copy of the book, a cover page on
the folder, the folder with over 25 copies of the journal questions, and a slip of paper with
instructions and a due date for returning the book bag to get a new book.

Image 7: Additional examples of completed book bags

Image 8: Bin full of all 26 book bags
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Examples of Journal Questions/Prompts:
Full Set of Journal Prompts and Cover Pages
Jabari Jumps Cover Page and Journal Prompt:

Jabari Jumps
By Gaia Cornwall
“A story about what it takes to work up the
courage to make a big important leap”

Cornwall, G. (2020). Jabari jumps. Candlewick Press.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Jabari Jumps
By Gaia Cornwall

1. What is Jabari’s problem and how does he solve it?

2. Have you ever felt like Jabari before you do something that you feel
nervous about?

3. What does Jabari do when he needs to feel brave?

4. What are strategies that you can use when you are faced with
something challenging and need to be brave?
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Each Kindness Cover Page and Journal Prompt:

Each Kindness
By Jacqueline Woodson
“Each kindness makes the world a little better”

Woodson, J., & Lewis, E. B. (2013). Each kindness. CNIB.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Each Kindness
By Jacqueline Woodson

1. How does the main character change throughout the story?

2. What does the main character learn by the end of the story?

3. What does the teacher mean when she says, “Each little thing we
do goes out, like a ripple, into the world”?

4. What are ways that you can show kindness?
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In My Heart: A Book of Feelings Cover Page and Journal Prompt:

In My Heart
A Book of Feelings
By Jo Witek
“Celebration of feelings, in all their shapes and sizes”

Witek, J., & Roussey, C. (2014). In my heart: A book of feelings. Harry N Abrams
Inc.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

In My Heart
A Book of Feelings
By Jo Witek
Color or draw a picture in the heart to match how
your heart feels for each emotion.
Talk about examples of when your heart feels each of these emotions.

Happy

Calm

Happy

Shy
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Brave

Silly

Sad

Proud

Afraid

How does your heart feel
TODAY?
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Annotated bibliography for some of the books:
Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson
This story is about a new girl who comes to a school and she is not accepted by her
classmates and is actually made fun of. There is another young girl who observes this
happening, but doesn’t stand up for her. After a powerful class discussion about being kind
to others and seeing the effects ripple, the girl is inspired to befriend the new girl only to
find out it’s too late. This story shows how it feels when we don’t show courage and when
we don’t stand up for what is right.
Woodson, J., & Lewis, E. B. (2013). Each kindness. Toronto: CNIB.
Sulwe by Lupita Nyong’o
Sulwe expresses that she does not like the color of her skin because she feels like it is too
dark and does not have the brightness that other skin colors have. When her family
encourages her to be herself, she finds that she has so much brightness to offer when she is
courageous enough to be her true self.
Nyong'o, L., & Harrison, V. (2019). Sulwe. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster Books for
Young Readers.
Jabari Jumps by Gaia Cornwall
When Jabari goes to the pool one day, he tells his dad that he wants to jump off the high
dive. He knows he is ready because he is a great swimmer, but he takes his time “getting
ready” for his jump. This story is about finding the courage to do something scary and
finding out that when you are brave enough for a moment you might end up having a lot of
fun.
Cornwall, G. (2019). Jabari jumps. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.
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CHAPTER 5: REFLECTION AND FINDINGS
After completing the three week trial for the book bag project, I am able to reflect on both
the positive outcomes of the project, as well as the adjustments that I would like to make as I
continue this project in future school years. The project did achieve its intended purpose of
allowing students to bring home SEL books and dive into deeper conversations with their family
members so that they could have more intentional conversations about various SEL themes and
gain a deeper understanding of one another. There are some logistical challenges that I would
change when I do this project again in future school years- including more preparation for the
students as they bring the book bags home so that they are more aware of the expectations of the
project and being able to start the project at the beginning of the school year rather than mid-late
school year. In reflecting about my project once it was up and running, I considered my own
experience, the feedback from families, and the feedback from students before considering the
improvements that I would like to make for future use of this project. In this reflection, you will
see all 3 perspectives outlined first, then following the perspective and feedback analysis, I will
address the changes I would like to make in the project.
Perspective as the Teacher:
From my perspective, as the teacher, once the book bags were all created and put
together, the project went very smoothly. After sending out an email and including the project in
my monthly newsletter with the intention of asking who would be interested in participating, I
made a list of 9 families that were willing and able to participate in the project (out of the 24
students I have). I started the project on Monday, April 4, 2022 and brought the participating
students over at the end of the school day. I explained that they and their parents were going to
work as a team to help me with a new project I am working on. I then let them choose their book
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bags based on which ones they thought were interesting. Most of them did not ask questions
about the books but enjoyed looking through all the different options. Many of the students
would point out books that they had either read before in class or at home, or books that they
recognized from something else. I provided a slip of paper with another brief explanation of the
project and the due date (Friday April 8, 2022). All the students brought back their book bags
and then picked another book bag on the following Monday. We did this on April 4-8, April
11-15, April 18-22, and April 23-29 before I collected feedback from the families and students
who participated in the project.
All of this was both enjoyable and manageable to do along with all of my other normal
teaching routines and duties. I enjoyed getting to talk with each student about what they thought
of the book when they brought it back or what they were looking forward to getting next time. I
also enjoyed getting to read some of the journal responses that families sent in after their book
experience each week (some sent it back sometimes and some did not, but it was not required for
the project). I want the families to feel free to write what they want and share what they want
with their children, without the pressure of turning it in for me to see. I will encourage them to
turn in their journal responses, as it does help me learn more about each child, their family,
culture, and funds of knowledge. Seeing the journal responses gave me some insight into what
the conversations were like and what they both took away from the experience for each
individual story they shared. The only thing that was challenging from my perspective was that
there was one student who forgot to bring the book bag back to school a couple of times and I
would just wait to give the student another book bag until he brought it back; this worked along
with reminders. Overall the experience was very positive and fun for me, I could definitely see
myself using the project in a very similar format for future teaching years.
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Feedback from the parents/families:
After the students and families participated in the project for four weeks, I sent a Google
form to the parents of each student participating (see Appendix for questions and for results).
The form asked six questions to receive feedback for what they thought of the project. The
feedback was positive and constructive; several parents noted gratitude for taking part in the
project and giving them a chance to learn more about their student and their ideas or thoughts.
Overall the parents commented that they and their students enjoyed the project. They expressed
that their students approached the project with eagerness and enthusiasm. They also mentioned
how many of them already talk about the different SEL themes at home but that having the
structure of the activities presented was appreciated and showed them more about the in-depth
understanding that their students did have. Some parents even mentioned how their student
“carried their findings with them over the course of following days and would relate their ideas
back to the book in other contexts”. Parents also described how they already read with their
students almost daily but that this “activity provided an opportunity for their literacy experience
to be more than reading and allowed them to engage in more conversation”. It was mentioned
that parents were surprised with the “complexity and depth” that their student was able to talk
about the themes of the books.
The responses showed that there were limited challenges in this project, but that some of
the challenges they faced were about how the student approached the activity. For example, one
parent mentioned that their student or students would sometimes focus more on “retelling” the
story rather than relating back to their own experiences or digging deeper into the theme of the
story and how it relates to the real world. It was also mentioned by two parents that their student
would enjoy reading the book but would then focus on completing the journal activity to
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“completeness” or getting the “correct answers”, even though the parents were clear on the idea
of not getting the correct answer but rather forming their own ideas and connections.
The favorite books mentioned by the families included: Clark the Shark, Emmanuel’s
Dream, Extraordinary Mary and the Ordinary Deed, Eyes that Kiss the Corners, and The
Invisible Boy.
Perspective of students:
I conducted interviews with the students in a group format, the students all sat with me
during a short period of time during recess and talked to me about the books they read and
enjoyed and the project as a whole. The students expressed that they really enjoyed the project
and that they wanted to keep taking books home. I will continue giving them book bags to take
home through the end of the school year. Students discussed how it was fun to bring home books
that we had read as a class, as well as books that they hadn’t seen or read before. The students
said it was enjoyable to show a book that they had read and enjoyed in class to a parent at home
and to show them what they had learned or their favorite parts of the story. Four students said
that it was fun to fill out the journal questions and that they liked seeing what their parents wrote
as well. Two students said they thought the journal questions were good and they sometimes
liked filling them out. Two students said they didn’t enjoy writing as much, but enjoyed reading
the books and preferred the ones that they could draw more. I think having the variety of
different journal responses helped keep students engaged and provided different ways for them to
express their thinking. When asked about what was challenging about the project, the students
said that they didn’t really find any challenges with the project. As we conducted the interview as
a group, the students discussed their favorite books or activities and since there were so many
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books. It was a positive experience to hear about what they thought about the books and what
they wanted to share with their classmates.
The favorite books mentioned when I asked the students: Eyes that Kissed the Corners,
We are All Wonders, Clark the Shark, My Shadow is Pink, Extraordinary Mary and the Ordinary
Deed, and In My Heart. Based on the student discussions and coding for the complete book list
that I created for the project, it seems that many of the themes that students most connected with
and enjoyed reading were related to the theme of identity and spreading kindness. Many of these
books also had very bright and engaging illustrations with diverse characters.
How these results connect to the literature/research I read:
The results, reflections, and feedback from this project directly align with the literature
that I read and analyzed when justifying the need of this kind of curriculum. Both the parents and
students acknowledged that the impact from this project was that they got to enjoy a more
connected and intentional reading time with each other and that they learned from each other.
This connects to the shared and respectful responsibility that school and families have for
supporting our young students through their journeys, questions, and transformations (Weiss et
al., 2009). The teacher, family, and student worked as a team to make this project possible and to
be vulnerable enough to engage in deeper conversations. The goal of this project was to use SEL
books to bring families and students closer together. Parents shared how the experience helped
them learn more about their child and engage in deeper conversations that they had never had
before. Even if it is a normal experience for them to talk about feelings, world events,
complexities in our environments, etc. they found the project helpful in bringing in new
perspectives and a tool for continuing conversations.
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The goal of all SEL programs is to improve student’s social-emotional skills, how they
feel about themselves and others, feel more connected, positive behavior in social situations, and
therefore increase academic success (Payton et al., 2008). As I previously mentioned, this was
the goal of the SEL Book Bag project as well because I believe one of the most important things
an educator can do is give students the opportunity to learn more about themselves and others.
This power is something that goes far beyond the classroom and continues to show up in all
other contexts. The project highlighted this positive impact with parents describing their
experiences saying, their student was able to relate the experiences of the book character to the
experiences of their friends and that they, “said things days after reading the books together, that
seemed to indicate that the lessons/themes are still on their mind”. This student used what they
learned from a book character to continue conversations in other real life contexts and situations.
Literature provides the opportunity for people to connect to characters, as well as learn
more about themselves or others, and sometimes even develop a plan of action for getting
through hard times. Being able to connect to stories, to other people, and make connections to
our own feelings and more accurately be able to describe and talk about our feelings we can find
more healing and understanding (Brown, 2022). By being able to name and talk through our
feelings or emotions, we are able to understand and connect to others better and get through
challenging times. This SEL curriculum (SEL Book Bag Project) uses literature as a way to help
young learners learn more about their own feelings and listen to the experiences or ideas of their
parents. In one example of the journal questions, in relation to the book, It’s Okay To Be Different
by Todd Parr the student writes about how they felt sad when their “school bus broke down”.
The parent wrote about how they feel sad when the weather is rainy” (Image 11). Being able to
name these experiences gave the student and their parents the opportunity to talk about times that
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they have felt sad and why those feelings happened. By reading about different characters and
messages in these different stories with their parents, kids are able to explore and talk through
different emotions in a safe place. For example, after reading Wemberly Worried by Kevin
Henkes, the student writes about how they feel worried about “night time/the dark, fires, losing a
loved one” and the parent writes about how they worry about “student being happy at school,
how they will feel in a social situation, and earthquakes”. Being able to name these worries in a
safe place and know that it’s okay to feel worried about things is a powerful skill for a young
person and will hopefully allow them to express their worries in other contexts later on in life.
Not only were they able to acknowledge their worries, but were then able to share what makes
them feel better when they feel worried. The student shared “snuggling with my stuffie” and the
parent wrote “distraction, breathing exercises, talking things over, and hugs usually help” (Image
22). This conversation gives action items for students and families to know when worries or
anxiety are present; what can I do for myself? And also, what can I do for this person that I love
when they are feeling this way? This connects to the idea and importance of bibliotherapy:
literature being a resource for students’ basic social and emotional needs to be addressed (Heath,
M. A., Smith, K., & Young, E. L., 2017).
Students and parents not only shared their experiences with more challenging emotions
(sadness, anger, worry, anxiety, etc.), they also shared what it means to be brave, show
compassion, and be a dreamer. Being able to share these emotions requires a safe, open, and
vulnerable space as well. Students and parents were able to share their feelings by saying things
like, “I am a quiet dreamer because sometimes I go silent and think a lot”, “I am a nature happy
dreamer because I love exploring and finding new things”, “funny jokes make me laugh”, “I
work hard at soccer, baseball, and tennis”, “I want to ask more questions, use my voice, and
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laugh more often”, “something that makes me beautiful is that I am brave, I am strong, and I am
kind”, “I am beautiful because I have people who love me and that I love back in my life”,
“practice humility”, and “I can show compassion to other people because helping other people
makes you happy too”. These journal responses are powerful because they allow parents and
students to connect with one another on what makes one happy and feel whole. A student also
expressed their feelings through detailed drawings in connection to the book In My Heart by Jo
Witek (Image 14-15). While this kind of knowledge might already be familiar to the family
members, parents acknowledged that having a space to intentionally talk about these topics gave
them more insight into their child’s identity and that they were able to learn from each other. By
helping students understand and embrace their own identity, they can feel more connected.
In chapter 2, I discuss how the current literature on SEL practices and SEL literature
shows that there is a gap in culturally relevant texts and experiences available for students. It is
important that educators take steps and make changes to transform SEL learning experiences to
embrace more varied cultures and identities in order to make students feel more connected and
engaged in their learning experiences (Forman et al. 2021). Providing texts that represent many
different identities and cultural backgrounds or perspectives was a top priority when creating this
project and the variety of themes can be seen in the way that I coded the books in the book list;
the steps of reaching out to different colleagues, reading blogs from teachers of various
backgrounds, and getting insights from trained librarians helped to create a book list that
captured multiple perspectives and identities. After receiving feedback from the students and
adults who participated in this project, it was confirmed that the project provided a culturally
relevant book list that allowed students to see themselves in the books as well as make
connections to classmates, friends, or other people who live different experiences than their own
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life. On the feedback form (Image 24-28), parents wrote that they enjoyed and got a lot from a
conversation when their student, “immediately identified that the story was about a person’s
cultural and racial heritage that was separate from her own”. Another comment said that their
student, “was able to relate the stigma Emmanuel (from Emmanuel’s Dream by Laurie Ann
Thompson and Sean Qualls) experienced to the experiences of her friends with disabilities. She
has a very strong sense of justice, which came out in our conversations”. From the book called
Sulwe by Lupita Nyong’o, the student and parent were able to make connections through their
journal responses by writing about how Sulwe discovers that both night and day are beautiful.
They also wrote about how, despite being made fun of and not feeling beautiful in the beginning
of the story, Sulwe was able to see her own beauty on the outside and inside. The parent and
student discussed ways that they can lift others up and see the beauty of all different experiences
and feelings. All of these examples from the journal responses and feedback answers show that
the books selected for this project were able to help students and families make connections to
cultures that are similar to theirs, and also take on a new perspective and listen to a story from
someone different than themselves. More importantly, they were able to hear their stories and
believe in them- showing compassion and a hope for more justice in a world where people don’t
always feel seen and beautiful.
These current gaps in SEL curriculum exclude certain students from feeling seen and
being able to fully embrace and participate in the SEL practices that take place in the classroom.
This happens because teachers are often approaching the profession with their own perspective
of whiteness and unawareness of how to support their community of BIPOC students (Forman et
al. 2021, p. 5). With the acknowledgement of this current gap and professional development to
help support the learning of new perspectives and how to directly support students of all different
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backgrounds, teachers can implement a social-emotional learning curriculum that is meaningful
for all students. Instead of instilling avoidance of differences in experience or opinion, we need
to lean in and include literacy tools that help bring up these conversations (Boyd, Causey, &
Galda, 2015).
This project helps to instill justice in our educational system because it allows students
and families to provide opportunities for students to explore all kinds of literature. When asked
about their favorite books both students and parents listed all different titles. This shows me that
the project provides a wide variety of texts that connect with all different people. The varied
audience all found different books that stood out to them and helped them connect on different
levels. When the students were selecting the books for the week, they also all chose different
books. Between the nine students who participated there were 22 (out of 25) books that were
used in the project, this means that all the books appealed to different students and that there was
balance in which ones they were interested in. Each individual student saw books in the book bin
that were interesting to them and they differed amongst their other classmates who participated
in the project.
When researching and digging into the literature review for Chapter 2, I was able to
explore resources that take on similar goals. There are hundreds of lists, blogs, and suggestions
for SEL books that families can read to help their students through social and emotional
exploration and understanding. There is some overlap in some of the books that were selected for
this project, as you saw in Chapter 3. These book lists suggest books for families or teachers to
purchase or check out at libraries, but this project is different in that it provides the book for the
family to borrow and explore. It is also different in that these blogs and lists are meant for
parents or teachers (adults) who are doing their own research with the intention of supporting
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their students or children. This project allows for the student to make their own selections based
on their interests, curiosities, questions, feelings, connections, or insights. The project is student
centered and by giving them the opportunity to select a book of their choice they can take
ownership and take the lead of the conversations they have and the overall experience. I think
this is partly why the students expressed so much interest and excitement when talking about the
books that they chose to bring home. They made the selection on their own and in turn got to
dive deeper into the conversations and lead their parents or families in the reading and learning
process.
What would I do differently to improve the Project?
Overall, the positive feedback and experiences of everyone involved in the project
encourages me to continue this project in future years of teaching. From my perspective, I want
to find ways to get more families involved and make the project appealing to more of the
families in my class. Since I only had nine families interested (out of 24), I wonder about what I
can do to include more families and make the project more accessible. I think one way that I
could make this more accessible is by starting the SEL Book Bag project at the beginning of the
school year. I think this strategy would allow me to present the project to parents in a way that
could become part of their after school routine at the beginning of the school year when things
are already changing and adjusting for families. It tends to be more challenging to add something
onto a busy schedule when routines are already set. This is also something that I could present at
our “Back to School Night'', so that parents can see the project up close and can look at
examples. I also think being able to present it to my class would encourage students to ask their
parents about bringing the book bags home and participate in the project. I wonder about more
ideas to include families of all different backgrounds and home lives. This is where my own
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learning and development will continue from more experience with the project in future years
with different groups of students and families.
A future goal would also be to be able to implement the project across grade levels or for
the whole school. This would take a team of teachers who are helping to create SEL Book Bags
for all different grade levels, using all different kinds of books. I think the way the project is set
up right now and with my support, other teachers or school staff would easily be able to follow
the format and help create other similar SEL Book Bags that are more geared towards their grade
level or interests of their students. Already, this project has been used for me and some other
school staff members to write a grant to get more SEL books in our schools and available for
home connections, as this project intended. I hope that as this project continues to be used, it can
help show the importance of having SEL Book Bags available for student school to home
connections with family members and that we can continue to receive funding for the resources
needed to make this project school-wide.
Something that came up in the feedback from parents was that several students really
enjoyed filling out the journal questions and would at times focus on getting the “correct
answer”, focusing on “retelling the story”, or making sure that their answers were the same to
their parents. The parents understood that this was not necessarily the goal of the project or the
intention of the written journal answers, but I think it would really help the project to have this
conversation more explicitly with the students when presenting the project to them. By doing
this, it will ensure that the students are approaching the experience with the hope to learn more
from their parents and express what they think rather than having the same or correct answers. I
want to empower them to take ownership of their ideas, understandings, or feelings.
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The feedback I received from parents also gave me more ideas for books that I could look
at adding to the SEL Book Bags list. Some suggestions that I can look into are listed in the
feedback section of the appendix. It is also a goal of mine to include more bilingual books, to
include more families that come from diverse backgrounds and engage in multiple languages. It
would also be important to have journal prompts in multiple languages as well.
School to Home Connections Through Literacy: SEL Book Bags gave me the opportunity
as a teacher to learn more about my students and the families that I work with everyday. The
process was fulfilling, rewarding, and impactful. At a time where being an educator can be
overwhelming and challenging, this project gave me a way to connect and get back to what is
important about being a teacher. Sharing your voice, lifting up experiences of others, and
empowering my students to use their voice, be proud of their identity, and listen to learn from
others. As adults, we are working on this constantly, so being able to encourage future
generations to jump into experiences that make them feel more connected to themselves, people,
and the world around them allows me to see the world more clearly. I can see justice, love, and
kindness spreading and taking the lead when my students express what they learn and what they
think is important- by working together as a team of teachers, students, and families we can see
this come to light in the future of our community and world.
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APPENDIX
School to Home Connections Through Literacy
SEL Book Bags
Kindness/Empathy
Identity
Family
Making Choices
Making Mistakes
Friendship
Facing Challenges
-

Wemberly Worried by Kevin Henkes Facing Challenges

-

I Am Love by Susan Verde Kindness/Empathy

-

Happy Dreamer by Peter H. Reynolds Identity

-

Ada Twist Scientist by Andrea Beaty Facing Challenges Making Mistakes

-

Jabari Jumps by Gaia Cornwall Facing Challenges

-

Alma and How She Got Her Name by Juana Martinez-Neal Family

-

Eyes That Kiss the Corners by Joanna Ho Identity

-

Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson Kindness/Empathy

-

The Invisible Boy by Trudy Ludwig Friendship

-

Love by Matt De La Pena Family

-

I Am Human by Susan Verde Identity Kindness/Empathy

-

Listening with My Heart by Gabi Garcia Identity Kindness/Empathy

-

It’s Okay to Be Different by Todd Parr Identity

-

Benji, the Bad Day and Me by Sally J. Pla Family Kindness/Empathy
with My Very Own Space by Pippa Goodhart Facing Challenges

-

Most People by Michael Lennah Kindness/Empathy Facing Challenges

-

The World Need More Purple People by Kristin Bell/ Benjamin Hart Identity

-

Ordinary Mary’s Extraordinary Deed by Emily Pearson Kindness/Empathy

-

The Girl Who Never Made Mistakes by Mark Pett Making Mistakes

-

Emmanuel's Dream by Laurie Ann Tompson Facing Challenges

-

My Shadow is Pink by Scott Stuart Identity

-

We’re All Wonders by R.J. Palacio Identity

-

Clark the Shark by Bruce Hale Facing Challenges

-

Right Now, I Am Fine by Dr. Daniela Owen Facing Challenges

-

Sulwe by Lupita Nyong’o Identity

-

In My Heart: A Book of Feelings by Jo Witek Identity Kindness/Empathy

-

Of Thee I Sing by Barack Obama Identity Facing Challenges
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Examples of Journal Questions and Folder Covers for Various Themes:

Happy Dreamer
By Peter H. Reynolds
“There are so many ways to be a HAPPY DREAMER!
What kind of dreamer are you?”

Reynolds, P. H. (2019). Happy dreamer. Scholastic Inc.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Happy Dreamer
By Peter H. Reynolds

1. What kind of dreamer are you? Choose 3 different kinds of dreamers
from the examples in the book. Tell why you connect to this kind of
dreamer.
a.

b.

c.

2. Do you ever feel like your dreams are boxed in? When have
you felt this way?

3. What encourages you to keep being a happy dreamer?
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Eyes That Kiss In The Corners
By Joanna Ho
“An inspiration to readers to recognize their own beauty and strength,
igniting a revolution of self-discovery and confidence”

Ho, J., & Ho, D. (2022). Eyes that kiss in the corners. Scholastic.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Eyes That Kiss In the Corners
By Joanna Ho

1. What does the girl mean by saying her eyes are “Mama, Amah, and
Mei-Mei”? Why are her eyes special to her?

2. By the end of the story, the young girl grows to love her eyes and
how she looks because they make her who she is. What is something
that makes you special?

3. Why does it make you special?
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The Girl Who Never Made Mistakes
By Mark Pett and Gary Rubinstein

Pett, M., & Rubinstein, G. (2017). The girl who never made mistakes. Sourcebooks
Jabberwocky.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

The Girl Who Never Made Mistakes
By Mark Pett

1. What kind of person is Beatrice at the beginning of the story?

2. How does Beatrice feel when she first makes a mistake?

3. How does Beatrice change by the end of the story? How does she
feel now?

4. When you make mistakes, how can you move forward?
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Clark the Shark
By Bruce Hale
“Celebrates boisterous enthusiasmand knowing when it’s time for indoor voices”

Hale, B., Francis, G., & Wyman, O. (2021). Clark the Shark. Findaway World, LLC.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Clark Sharks
By Bruce Hale

1. How does Clark feel at the beginning of the story?

2. What does Clark do to “stay cool” in the classroom?

3. What does Clark do to “stay cool” on the playground?

4. What does Clark do to “stay cool” with his friends at lunch?

5. What can we learn from Clark?
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Right Now, I Am Fine
By Dr. Daniela Owen
“Healthy mind concepts and strategies for children”

Owen, D., & Baycik Gülce. (2020). Right now, I am fine. Puppy Dogs & Ice
Cream, Inc.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Right Now, I am Fine
By Dr. Daniela Owen

1. Sometimes the world can be scary and overwhelming. Has this
happened for you before? How do you feel when this happens?

2. What are some of the strategies that the author uses to help people
feel settled, safe, and calm?

3. Which 3 do you think would be most helpful to you? Why?
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Of Thee I Sing
By Barack Obama
“There is potential within each of us to
pursue our dreams and forge our own paths”

Obama, B., Long, L., Morgenstern, A., & Morgenstern, S. H. (2011). Of thee I sing:
Lettre À Mes Filles. La Martinière jeunesse.
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Journal Questions
Please fill out a journal entry for each person that engages in the activity (adult and child).
Share and discuss your responses together after you write your own answers.

Of Thee I Sing
By Barack Obama

1. Grown ups: Write a letter to your child about their potential and why
you believe in them and their path.

2. Kids: Write about what kind of person you want to be when you
grow up. What are your dreams?
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Responses to Journal Questions:

Image 9
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Image 10
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Image 11
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Image 12

73

Image 13
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Image 14
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Image 15
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Image 16
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Image 17

78

Image 18
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Image 19
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Image 20

81

Image 21

82

Image 22

83

Image 23
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Google Form Reflection Responses:

Image 24

Image 25
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Image 26

Image 27
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Image 28
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